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FNS PAPER SERIES ON MULTIPLE PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

This is one in a series of working papers commissioned by the Office
of Analysis and Evaluation of the United States Department of Agriculture's

Food and Nutrition Service to review the participation of the U.S. low-

income population in multiple cash and in-kind assistance programs. This

series consists of: (1) a reference handbook that summarizes regulations

governing nutrition assistance p_ograms and major other programs and also

provides program data on participation and benefits; (2) a basic primer that

shows how the interaction and sequencing of assistance programs affect the

benefits provided by those programs both individually and cumulatively; (3)

reports on empirical analyses of participation by individuals and households

in multiple assistance programs, based upon several cross-sectional and

longitudinal data bases. These papers reflect preparatory work for the

analysis of data from the Survey of Income and Program Participation, as

well as original empirical analyses of SIPP data.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Overview

The income maintenance role in the United States' social welfare

system is performed by multiple programs that fall into two major groups:

(i) need-tested programs that are targeted, by and large, on particular
demographic groups and/or respond to specific needs; and (2) social insur-

ance programs for which eligibility depends on prior contributions and/or

work history, with benefits typically related to prior earnings. No pro-

gram or program combination is designed explicitly to remove people from

poverty. Even so, it is of obvious policy interest to identify how effec-

tively the system as a whole, and its major parts, perform that function.

In an important sense, the Food Stamp Program as currently designed

and operated can be considered the cornerstone of the income maintenance

system. Eligibility for food stamps does not depend on particular demo-

graphic characteristics or family configurations. And the need it is de-

signed to meet--food consumption--is universal. Thus, the Food Stamp

Program is the nearest thing we have to a guaranteed income floor.

From this perspective, how well the income maintenance system meets

the needs of the low-income population and the extent to which it fills the

poverty gap depends on whether and how the low-income population is able to
combine food stamps with benefits from the other programs in the overall

income maintenance system. Another report in this series--"The Interaction

and Sequencing of Assistance Programs: A Study of Six Hypothetical

Households" (Fraker, 1988), examines the set of programs and program

benefits that are potentially available to different types of households in

need. The report at hand uses data on actual program participation from

the Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) to address the

poverty-reducing effectiveness of the income maintenance system by

providing new information on:

o The pattern of multiple benefit receipt by different

segments of (1) the food stamp recipient population and
(2) the Iow-income population as a whole_; and

o The number and types of benefits received and what they

imply for the poverty reducing potential of the income

maintenance system for different groups.

lin this study, the low-lncome population roughly corresponds to

the target population of the Food Stamp Program--households with total

monthly income less than 130 percent of the monthly poverty threshold.
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The general conclusion is that the system is working as it was

designed to do. Households that meet the benefit eligibility criteria of
several programs and receive multiple benefits, start out poorer on average

than the low-income population as a whole. When all benefits are included

in income, however, these multiple-benefit households end up better off on

average than the general low-income population after transfers.

Food stamp recipient households typically receive multiple benefits,

which together come close to filling the poverty gap for this population.
For the genera[ low-income population this is true to a lesser extent,

primarily because the demographic groups that have no 'protected' status

(i.e., no program targeted specifically on them)--notably poor intact

families with children in many states--are less likely to receive single-

or multiple-program benefits, even if they are very poor.

Specific Findings

o Multiple program participation is much more frequent

among food stamp recipient households than among the

general Iow-income population.

Of the food stamp recipient households, 95 percent also receive

benefits from at least one of the 16 other programs included in the anal-

ysis. For the low-income households generally, only 57 percent received

benefits from more than one program, and 27 percent participated in no

benefit program at all.

o Non-food stamp nutrition programs were among the most

frequently used benefit programs for both the food stamp
recipient households and the general low-income

population.

After food stamps, the benefit programs most frequently used by
food stamp households are Medicaid (69 percent), non-food stamp nutrition

programs (69 percent), and AFDC (38 percent). The most frequently used

benefit programs for the general low income households are non-food stamp

nutrition programs (37 percent), followed by OASDI (32 percent). Use of
Medicare, food stamps, and Medicaid by the general low-income population

was about equal for each of the three programs (28-29 percent).

o The three multiple benefit combinations most frequently
used by food stamp recipient households all include AFDC
and Medicaid.

AFDC plus non-food stamp nutrition programs, Medicaid, and energy

and housing assistance (14 percent); AFDC plus non-food stamp nutrition

programs and Medicaid (11 percent); AFDC plus Medicaid (8 percent); are the

most frequent combinations of programs used by food stamp recipient

households. Only 5 percent of food stamp recipient households receive only

food stamps.
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o Food stamp recipient households of different types vary
in their receipt of multiple benefits.

Common patterns of multiple benefit receipt are most prevalent
among single-parent female-headed households with children under 18. Of

such households, 71 percent are represented by relatively frequent multiple
program combinations (predominantly AFDC and Medicaid) compared with 65

percent for two-parent households with children (predominantly other

nutrition programs), 45 percent for elderly households (predominantly OASDI
and Medicare), and 23 percent for households with disabled members

(predominantly AFDC, other non-food stamp nutrition programs, and
Medicaid).

o Multiple benefit receipt by food stamp recipient house-
holds is very effective in reducing the poverty gap for
those households.

Of the food stamp recipient households, 85 percent have more than
three-quarters of the poverty gap closed by the multiple benefits they
receive. Receipt of food stamps alone reduces the poverty gap by 34 per-
cent; receipt of food stamps and two other programs by 78 percent; receipt
of food stamps and three to four other programs by over 80 percent; and
receipt of food stamps and five or more other programs by over 90 percent.

o The extent to which the needs of different types of
households are met by the available assistance programs

varies substantially.

Food stamp recipient households with elderly members and those with
disabled members are more likely to be moved above the poverty threshold
after all transfers are counted than are either single-parent female-headed
households or two-parent households. Conversely, two-parent households
with dependent children, although better off than other types of food stamps
households prior to benefit receipt, are more likely than any other food-
stamp recipient households to remain very poor (below 50 percent of the

poverty line) after all transfers are counted.
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MULTIPLE PROGRAM PARTICIPATION AMONG FOOD STAMP RECIPIENTS

The income maintenance system in the United States is composed of

many separate programs with different target groups and different program

goals. A household may qualify for and receive benefits under several dif-

ferent programs at the same time: for example, programs that provide cash

assistance, food, shelter, and medical care on a need-tested basis, as well

as those that provide social insurance on the basis of prior contributions

and/or work history. No program or program combination is designed

explicitly to remove people from poverty. However, it is of obvious policy

interest to identify how effectively the system performs that function.

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) as currently designed and operated is

the nearest thing we have to a guaranteed income floor. Eligibility for

food stamps does not depend on particular demographic characteristics or

family configurations. And the need it is designed to meet--food consump-

tion--is universal. From this perspective, it can be considered the cor-

nerstone of the income maintenance system. How effectively the low-income

population is able to combine food stamps with benefits from the other

programs in this system provides a measure of the effectiveness of the

system in fulfilling its income maintenance function.

This report provides substantial insight into that issue by

addressing four questions: 1

1Two additional issues are addressed in appendices to this
report. The extent of variation in multiple program participation for
selected subgroups of food stamp recipients is examined in Appendix F.
Appendix G considers the historical pattern of multiple program
participation.
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1. How often do food stamp recipients participate in other
assistance programs compared with participation

patterns of the general low-income population?

2. Do the food stamp recipients who participate in more

than one program choose a few common sets of programs,
or many different sets of programs?

3. How does the value of the food stamp recipient's

benefit package vary across different combinations of

programs and different household types?

4. What is the impact of the benefit package on the food

stamp recipient's total income (including program bene-

fits)? Is that income adequate for meeting the needs
of different types of households?

The report consists of five sections. Section A provides a brief

overview of the policy context and previous research on multiple program

participation. Section B discusses the data used, the programs considered,

and the unit of observation for the analysis. Section C presents an analy-

sis of the extent and composition of multiple program participation by food

stamp recipients (Questions 1 and 2). The final section examines food

stamp recipient benefit packages and incomes, and their adequacy in meeting

recipient needs (Questions 3 and 4).

A. POLICY CONTEXT AND PREVIOUS RESEARCH

1. policy Context

The major programs that make up the income maintenance system in
]

the United States today are shown in Table 1. As can be seen they fall

into two major groups: (1) social insurance benefits whose eligibility and

benefit levels (except Medicare) depend on prior contributions and/or work

history, and (2) need-tested programs targeted, by and large, at particular

2
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TABL_ 1

PROG/_dS INCLUDED IN THE ANALYSTSAND ADMINISTRATIVE

ESTIMATES OF PROC,_adSIZE, FY t986

Average

Monthly

Federal State-Local Number of

Expenditures Expenditures Participants

Program Acronym {Millions) __Millions) (Thousands_

Social Insurance Programs

Cash Benefits:

01d Age, Survivors, and Disability Insurance OASDI $1gg,BOO $ O 37,Z73c

Unemployment Insurance U! 18,600 N.A. 2.713d

Workers' Compensationa 2,734e N.A. N.A.

Veterans+ Compensation/Pensionsb !4,Z64 0 3,9(}0f

Railroad Retirement 6,340 O 941

In-Kind Benefits:

Medicare 75,900 O 30,7729

Need-Tested Programs
Cash Benefits:

Aid to Families with Dependent Children AFDC 9,536 8.221 I0,995

Supplemental Security Income SSI 10,307 Z,514 4.449

General Assistance GA 0 2.605 1,332h

In-Kind Benefits:

Food Stamp Program FSP 12,528i 93Bj 20,900k

Special Supplemental Food Program for

Women, Infants and Children WtC 1,57g N.A. 3.318

Nationa) School Lunch Program NSLP Z,669 N.A. 11,6001

School Breakfast Program SBP 403 N.A. 3,100I

Medicaid 24,gg5 19,730 22.592m

Lower-Income Housing Assistance (Subsidized

Housing) ?.430 M.A. 2,143n

Low-Rent Public Housing 2,882 N.A. 1,3BOn

Low-Income Home Energy Assistance Program LIHEAP 1,905 44j 6,7000

Total $391,872 S34,052 p

SOURCES: U.S. House of Representatives (I987aJ--OASDI, UI, and Medicare; Burke (lg87)--AFDC, SSI, GA, FSP, WIC. NSLP,

SBP, Medicaid, Section 8 Housing, Low-Rent Public Housing, and LIHEAP: Congressional Research Service

(unpublished Statistics)--Workers' Compensation, Veterans' Compensation and Pensions, and Railroad Retirement.

NOTES: SIPP does not include information on SBP participants who paid full-price for their meals. Expenditures

include administrative costs.

aIncludes federal employees compensation and the Black Lun_ Benefit Program.

bIncludes such programs as Pensions for Needy Veterans, Their Dependents, and

Survivoes; Veterans' Compensation for Service-Connected Disability; and Veterans'

Dependency and Indemnity Compensation.

CNuaber enrolled at mid-point of fiscal year.

dAverage weekly number.

eTotal federal, state, and local expenditures.

fNumber of participants at end of fiscal year.

9Persons covered under program.
hNuaber of cases.

ilncludes funding for Puerto Rico's nutritional assistance block grant.
JAdministrative costs.

kIncludes in Puerto Rico we._ _eceive cash nutritional aid.
I persons
Estimated school year daily average.

mUnduplicated annual number of participants.

nHousehold units eligible for payments at end of year.

°HOuseholds served during year.

PIncludes only those programs for which data were available.

M.A. · Data are not available.

e. 3

· T



demographic groups and responding to specific needs. In the needs-tested

group, for example, Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) is tar-

geted at single-parent families with dependent children and, in a minority

of states, includes intact families with dependent children and an unem-

ployed parent (under AFDC-UP). Supplemental Security Income (SSI) is tar-

geted at the low-income elderly and disabled. Food stamps are targeted at

the whole Low-income population. But the other food and nutrition programs

analyzed here are targeted at new mothers, infants, and school-age

children.

The programs listed in Table 1 represent most of the expenditures

under the more than 150 federal, state, and local assistance programs. In

FY 1984, these programs comprised 75 percent of the $520 billion spent on

all social welfare programs taken together. 2 Furthermore, federal

expenditures on the 17 programs represented about 89 percent of total

federal expenditures on all assistance programs. The distribution of those

expenditures across the 17 programs is shown in the table, as is the size

of the population served. The largest programs in terms of expenditures

and population served were OASDI and Medicare, both of which are social

insurance programs. Of the need-tested programs, AFDC, SSI, FSP, and

2The more recent expenditure figures for FY 1985 and FY 1986 are

not yet available. These expenditures include federal, stated and local
expenditures on social insurance programs, public aid (e.g., AFDC, SSI, and

the FSP), health and medical programs, veterans' programs, housing, and

other social welfare programs. Education expenditures are not included

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, lg86). The remaining 25
percent of the expenditures includes expenditures on a variety of health

and medical programs (e.g., programs for maternal and child health, medical

care programs for military dependents, programs for veterans), veteran's

education programs, vocational rehabilitation, institutional care, special

Office of Economic Opportunity and ACTION programs, certain manpower and
human development activities, and a variety of other social welfare

programs.



Medicaid were by far the largest, with a combined expenditure of about $78

billion in FY 1984.

Over the past 20 years, expenditures on need-tested benefits have

expanded considerably, with much of that expansion in the form of non-cash

transfers--food, housing, medical care, and energy assistance. The high

concentration of in-kind benefits in the composition of the benefits pro-

vided by the need-tested programs can be seen in Table 1. Expenditures on

need-tested in-kind assistance comprise 70 percent of the need-tested ex-

penditures listed in the table.

The proposals evolving from the current welfare reform debate

stress the need for transfer-program recipients to work. The findings on

multiple benefit receipt presented here are relevant to that debate since,

for any reform to be effective in increasing the work effort of the

population in need, members of iow-income families must be able to earn

enough to make them better off than they are currently after all cash and

in-kind transfers--as well as the uncompensated expenses of working--have

been taken into account. With multiple benefit receipt fairly common among

households that participate in assistance programs, total program benefits

can provide substantial income to program participant households. In

developing proposals for welfare reform, the relationship between income

from program benefits and earned income need to be structured so as to

provide incentives for program participants to search for and keep

employment.

2. Previous Research

Ail research on multiple program participation indicates a

substantial amount of multiple benefit receipts. However, it was not until

5



the advent of data on program participation for large samples on a monthly

basis that it was possible to estimate the incidence and implications of

multiple program participation with any degree of confidence. The earliest

work on multiple program participation was hampered by such problems as

nonrepresentative samples (e.g., Storey, Cox, and Townsend, 1973), the

availability of information only on a limited number of assistance programs

(e.g., MacDonald, 1977}, and the use of annual reference periods (e.g.,

Rein and Rainwater, 1978; Coe, 1981). The limitations imposed by the first

two are obvious. The third, an annual reference period, also weakens esti-

mates of multiple program participation because it does not a_low reliable

distinctions to be drawn between simultaneous program participation and

program participation that occurs at different times over the course of the

year. Since eligibility for most programs is determined on a monthly basis,

the set of programs in which an individual participates in a given month

may be quite different from the set of programs in which he/she had partic-

ipated in a previous month. Consequently, measures of multiple program

participation based on yearly participation patterns tend to overstate the

level of multiple program participation in any single month.

The 1979 Income Survey Development Program (ISDP) Research

Panel--the data base used in more recent work (MacDonald, 1983, 1984, 1985;

and Weinberg, 1985)--is a significant improvement over the early data

sources. 3 Research based on the ISDP has shown that multiple program par-

ticipation is fairly common among households that participate in assistance

3The ISDP is a nationally representative sample of households which

provides monthly information on the program participation and benefit

amounts of individuals and households for a wide range of assistance
programs.

6
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programs generally and is the norm for households that include food stamp

recipients. For example, MacDonald (1983) found that, during a three-month

period in the spring of 1979, about 35 percent (28 million) of all households

received benefits from at least one of six major assistance programs--Aid to

Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), the Food Stamp Program (FSP),

Supplemental Security Income (SSI), Social Security (OASDI), Medicaid, and

Unemployment Insurance (UI). 4 Of the households participating in any of the

six programs, 23 percent reported participating in two or more assistance pro-

grams; however, of the households that participated specifically in the FSP,

84 percent reported participating in multiple programs. Using a somewhat

broader list of programs--AFDC, other cash welfare, FSP, SSI, OASDI, Medicaid,

Medicare, housing assistance, UI, Veterans' Compensation, and Workers' Compen-

sation--a single month of data (April 1979), and a different unit of

observation (families and unrelated individuals), Weinberg (1985) found

slightly higher levels of program participation (40 percent of all families

and unrelated individuals) and substantially greater levels of multiple

program participation. Seventy-two percent of all the families and

unrelated individuals participating in at least one of the programs

participated in multiple assistance programs during the same month. 5

4MacDonald (1983) bases his measure of multiple program

participation on participation in a program at any time within a

three-month period. To the extent that households changed the set of

programs in which they participated over that three-month period,
MacDonald's measure overstates the level of multiple program participation

in a single month.

5The much greater level of multiple program participation found by

Weinberg (1985) relative to Macdonald (1983) is primarily a reflection of
the broader set of programs considered by Weinberg. In particular, by

including Medicare in the set of programs considered, multiple program

participation was increased by at least 38 percentage points (reflecting

the households that participated in OASDI and Medicare only).

7



Of the families and unrelated individuals participating in the FSP, 87

percent also participated in at least one other program.

The more recent information and larger sample size of the Survey of

Income and Program Participation (SIPP) now provides the opportunity for

greater precision in estimating multiple program participation. 6 Three

studies of multiple program participation have been undertaken on the basis

of the SIPP data recently released by the Census Bureau. 7 McMillen (1985)

provides counts of individuals who received income from multiple sources

(including government programs) and the extent of their concurrent

participation in the OASDI, AFDC, and the FSP. Falk and Richardson (1985)

focus upon the extent of multiple program participation and the impact of

cash assistance programs on the level of poverty among families with chil-

dren. 8 Among the five program categories considered--social insurance, 9

AFDC, Medicaid, the FSP, and other need-tested programsl0--they find that

6SIPP is the data collection effort that succeeded the ISDP test

surveys. Like the ISDP, SIPP is a nationally representative sample of
households for which detailed information on economic and household

characteristics are collected on a monthly basis. The content and

structure of SIPP is very similar to the 1979 ISDP test panel.

7A fourth SIPP-based study (Executive Office of the President,
1986) provides several examples of the extent and composition of multiple

program participation as part of a larger evaluation of the existing social

welfare system.

8Falk and Richardson (1985) also use data for a four-month period

to analyze the duration of multiple program participation among families
with children.

9This category includes OASDI, Workers' Compensation, UI, and
Medicare.

lOThis category includes child nutrition programs, housing

assistance, SSI, General Assistance, and energy assistance.

8

41



about one-half of all assistance program families with children received

benefits from two or more programs from June to December 1983.

In the final study of multiple program participation based on SIPP,

Weinberg (1986) replicates his earlier study based on the ISDP. Using data

for April 1984, he found that the levels of program participation and

multiple program participation were very similar to those found in April

1979. Approximately 39 percent of alt families and unrelated individuals

were participating in at least one assistance program in April 1984, and 76

percent of those families and unrelated individuals received benefits from

two or more programs. Of the families and unrelated individuals who par-

ticipated in the FSP, 84 percent participated in multiple assistance

programs.

Although the existing body of SIPP-based research clearly demon-

strates that multiple program participation is widespread among food stamp

recipients, only limited information is generally available on the actual

combinations of programs chosen by food stamp recipients. Extending the

ISDP- and SIPP-based research, this report considers the degree of partic-

ipation in a more complete set of assistance programs, and provides more

detailed information on the composition of participation in multiple

program combinations.

B. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

This section discusses several important aspects of the research

methodology underlying the report: (1) the data, (2) the programs

included, and (3) the unit of observation.

9
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1. The Data

SIPP, with its detailed monthly information on economic and

household characteristics, provides the most complete information presently

available on multiple program participation. 11 This report is based on

data drawn from the 1984 SIPP panel. 12

SIPP is an ongoing survey administered to individuals in a

nationally representative sample of households. The initial sample of

households for each SIPP panel is divided into four groups of equal size

(called rotation groups). One round (or wave) of the survey is adminis-

tered to the rotation groups on a staggered basis over four successive

months. Each wave obtains information on the househoid's economic well

being for the four months preceding the interview. Because of the stag-

gered interviewing schedule, the four-month reference period covered by the

survey is also staggered for the rotation groups. Consequently, within

each wave of SIPP, there is only one calendar month in which data are col-

lected for all households in the sample. It is this common month that we

use to examine multiple program participation, since it yields the largest

sample size. In Wave 3 of the 1984 SIPP panel--the data on which this

report is based--the common month is April 1984. The April 1984 extract

llwhile SIPP does provide more detailed information on multiple

program participation than has previously been available, it is important
to recognize that SlPP consists of self-reported information obtained

through household surveys. Thus, misreporting and nonreporting may make

the information from the survey less accurate. U.S. Bureau of the Census

(1985a) provides a brief overview of the extent to which both problems
exist within the 1984 SIPP data.

12New samples of households (or panels) are introduced

periodically. Each panel is followed for approximately 2-1/2 years.
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